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The Myth of 
''Everybody's Dear Jane" 
A Re-assessment of Jane Austin 
by David Monaghan 
I n "The L e s s o n o f B a l z a c , " w r i t t e n i n 
1905, Henry James d e s c r i b e s Jane Aus-
t e n as " t h e i r ' d e a r , 1 o u r d e a r , 
e v e r y b o d y ' s d e a r , J a n e . " ( l ) He i s 
moved t o r e f e r t o h e r w i t h s u c h heavy 
i r o n y by h i s i r r i t a t i o n a t what he 
p e r c e i v e s t o be t h e i l l e g i t i m a t e 
r e a s o n s f o r t h e g r o w i n g p o p u l a r i t y o f 
a w r i t e r who had been l a r g e l y i g n o r e d 
by t h e p u b l i c f o r f o r t y y e a r s a f t e r 
h e r d e a t h . So f a r as James i s c o n -
c e r n e d Jane A u s t e n ' s p o p u l a r i t y has 
l i t t l e t o do w i t h h e r a r t i s t i c m e r i t s . 
I n f a c t , f o r him, she i s m e r e l y a 
w r i t e r o f " l i g h t f e l i c i t y " who 
" l e a v e s us h a r d l y more c u r i o u s o f h e r 
p r o c e s s , o r o f t h e e x p e r i e n c e i n h e r 
t h a t f e d i t , t h a n t h e brown t h r u s h 
who t e l l s h i s s t o r y from t h e garden 
bough."(2) R a t h e r , he b e l i e v e s t h a t 
h e r fame r e s u l t s from e x t r a n e o u s b i o -
g r a p h i c a l f a c t o r s . Readers a r e f a s -
c i n a t e d , James a r g u e s , by th e phenom-
enon o f the s e c l u d e d s p i n s t e r who 
mused as she t o i l e d o v e r h e r workbas-
k e t , and sometimes r e c o r d e d t h e s e 
musings i n g r a c e f u l and f a c i l e n o v e l s : 
The k e y t o Jane A u s t e n ' s f o r t u n e 
w i t h p o s t e r i t y has been i n p a r t 
the e x t r a o r d i n a r y g r a c e o f h e r 
f a c i l i t y , i n f a c t o f h e r uncon-
s c i o u s n e s s : as i f , a t th e most, 
f o r d i f f i c u l t y , f o r e m b a r r a s s -
ment, she sometimes, o v e r h e r 
wo r k b a s k e t , h e r t a p e s t r y f l o w e r s , 
i n t h e s p a r e , c o o l drawing-room 
o f o t h e r days, f e l l a-musing, 
l a p s e d t o o m e t a p h o r i c a l l y , as one 
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may s a y , i n t o w o o l - g a t h e r i n g , and 
h e r dropped s t i t c h e s , o f t h e s e 
p a r d o n a b l e , o f t h e s e p r e c i o u s 
moments, were a f t e r w a r d s p i c k e d 
up as l i t t l e t o u c h e s o f human 
t r u t h , l i t t l e g l i m p s e s o f 
s t e a d y v i s i o n , l i t t l e m a s t e r -
s t r o k e s o f i m a g i n a t i o n . ( 3 ) 
James h e r e d e m o n s t r a t e s a r e m a r k a b l e 
b l i n d n e s s t o Jane A u s t e n ' s v e r y r e a l 
a c h i e v e m e n t as a w r i t e r . T h i s was 
p o s s i b l y a r e s u l t o f h i s c o n v i c t i o n 
t h a t women n o v e l i s t s i n g e n e r a l a r e 
"e v e r g r a c e f u l l y , c o m f o r t a b l y , e n v i -
a b l y , u n c o n s c i o u s ( i t w ould be t o o 
much t o c a l l them even s u s p i c i o u s ) o f 
the r e q u i r e m e n t s o f form."(4) However, 
he i s p e r c e p t i v e about t h e e x i s t e n c e 
o f a Jane A u s t e n c u l t , and about t h e 
r e a s o n s f o r i t s emergence. 
T h i s c u l t was l a t e r g i v e n a name by 
Rudya r d K i p l i n g i n h i s s t o r y "The 
J a n e i t e s , " p u b l i s h e d i n 1926. "The 
J a n e i t e s " i s a h a l f - m o c k i n g , h a l f -
a f f e c t i o n a t e a c c o u n t o f how a cockney 
m e s s - w a i t e r i n W o r l d War I d i s c o v e r s 
the e x i s t e n c e o f a " v e r y s e l e c t s o -
c i e t y , " (5) e n t r a n c e i n t o w h i c h i s de-
pendent on a knowledge o f T i l n i z an' 
t r a p d o o r s (p. 168) and on b e i n g "a 
J a n e i t e i n y o u r ' e a r t . " (p. 188) By 
d i l i g e n t l y r e a d i n g and m e m o r i z i n g s i x 
n o v e l s , w h i c h "weren't a d v e n t u r o u s , nor 
smutty, n o r what you'd even c a l l i n t e r -
e s t i n ' — a l l about g i r l s o' s e v e n t e e n 
. . . , n o t c e r t a i n 'oom t h e y ' d l i k e t o 
marr y : an' t h e i r dances a n 1 c a r d -
p a r t i e s an' p i c n i c s , and t h e i r young 
b l o k e s g o i n ' o f f t o London on ' o r s e -
back f o r ' a i r - c u t s an' s h a v e s , " (p. 
170) t h e m e s s - w a i t e r t o o l e a r n s t o l o v e 
Jane and become a J a n e i t e . E v e n t u a l l y , 
membership i n t h i s s e c r e t s o c i e t y saves 
h i s l i f e b e c a u s e , d u r i n g a f r a n t i c r e -
t r e a t , he w i n s a p l a c e on an a l r e a d y 
over-crowded h o s p i t a l t r a i n by com-
ment i n g t o t h e matron, a f e l l o w J a n e-
i t e , t h a t one o f t h e n u r s e s i s l i k e 
M i s s B a t e s , f r o m Emma. 
The J a n e i t e s , t h e n , d i d n o t r e c e i v e 
t h e i r name u n t i l 1926. However, as 
Henry James p o i n t s o u t , t h e c u l t began 
about f o r t y y e a r s a f t e r Jane A u s t e n ' s 
d e a t h , and, i n f a c t , r e c e i v e d i t s main 
impetus from J.E. A u s t e n - L e i g h ' s 
Memoir o f h i s a u n t , p u b l i s h e d i n 1870. 
A u s t e n - L e i g h i s c r u c i a l i n the e v o l u -
t i o n o f t h e Jane A u s t e n c u l t because he 
c r e a t e d t h e p r o t o t y p i c a l f i g u r e o f 
" Aunt J a n e , " ( 6 ) a s p i n s t e r l a d y p o s -
s e s s e d o f "a sweet temper and l o v i n g 
h e a r t , " (p. 2) f o r whom "Her own f a m i l y 
were so much, and t h e r e s t o f t h e w o r l d 
so l i t t l e " (p. 12) and whose l i f e was 
r u l e d by " p i e t y . " (p. 23) A u s t e n - L e i g h 
a l s o f i r m l y e s t a b l i s h e d t he t y p i c a l 
J a n e i t e r e a d i n g o f t h e n o v e l s . A l -
though he echoes the p o s i t i v e r e v i e w s 
o f A r c h b i s h o p W h a t e l y , Macauley and 
Lewes, who p r a i s e d Jane A u s t e n f o r h e r 
s k i l l i n c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n and h e r a c -
c u r a t e d e p i c t i o n o f manners, A u s t e n -
L e i g h i s u n w i l l i n g t o rank h i s aunt 
w i t h t h e g r e a t e s t n o v e l i s t s . T h i s i s 
because he see s h e r a s a woman o f 
l i m i t e d h o r i z o n s , who knew l i t t l e about 
p o l i t i c s , law o r m e d i c i n e , and who t h u s 
r e s t r i c t e d h e r s e l f to "3 or 4 fami l i e s 
i n a v i l l a g e . " In Charlotte Bronte's 
words, Austen-Leigh believes that Jane 
Austen simply presents us with "an ac-
curate daguerreotyped p o r t r a i t of a 
commonplace face" and that "she does 
her business of deli n e a t i n g the surface 
of the l i v e s of genteel English people 
curiously w e l l ; there i s a Chinese 
f i d e l i t y , a miniature delicacy i n the 
painting."(7) In commending Jane Aus-
ten's novels to our attention, Austen-
Leigh emphasizes mainly the good char-
acter of the author and the remarkable 
f a c t that they were composed so cas-
u a l l y by an ordinary woman as she sat 
i n her drawing room con t i n u a l l y i n t e r -
rupted by the demands of her family. 
F r a g i l e as his plea may seem to be, i t 
has s a t i s f i e d not only the Janeites 
who i r r i t a t e d Henry James and amused 
Rudyard K i p l i n g , but also increasing 
numbers of modern readers, the most 
enthusiastic of whom have given t h e i r 
c u l t o f f i c i a l status i n the shape of 
the Jane Austen Society. 
I would l i k e to challenge the Janeite 
approach i n two ways, f i r s t , by sugges-
t i n g that Jane Austen was not e n t i r e l y 
a "dear" person, and second, by arguing 
that her novels are remarkable as far 
more than examples of what a secluded 
spinster could produce out of l i m i t e d 
experience and d i f f i c u l t compositional 
circumstances. 
In order to create h i s dear Aunt Jane, 
Austen-Leigh ignores some of the ex-
tremely sharp and often unkind things 
that Jane Austen writes i n her l e t t e r s 
to her s i s t e r Cassandra. He claims 
that "Her unusually quick sense of the 
ri d i c u l o u s l e d her to play with a l l the 
common-places of everyday l i f e , whether 
as regarded persons or things; but she 
never played with i t s serious duties 
or r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s , nor d i d she ever 
turn i n d i v i d u a l s into r i d i c u l e . " (p. 
92) Yet, t h i s same Jane Austen i s 
capable of the following extremely 
personalized piece of cynicism about a 
bereavement. "The Debaries p e r s i s t i n 
being a f f l i c t e d at the death of t h e i r 
Uncle, of whom they now say they saw a 
great deal i n London."(8) Of the same 
family, she also says "I was as c i v i l 
to them as t h e i r bad breath would allow 
me." (p. 92) Jane Austen's comments 
about the Barnwalls, whom she met at 
Lyme Regis, are scarcely more c h a r i -
table, since she describes them as "the 
son and son's wife of an I r i s h v i s -
count, bold queer-looking people, j u s t 
f i t to be q u a l i t y at Lyme." (p. 142) 
However, f a r worse than any of the 
above, because i t i s g r a t u i t o u s l y 
c r u e l (whereas they are honest, i f un-
kind) , i s her remark that, "Mrs. H a l l , 
of Sherborne, was brought to bed yes-
terday of a dead c h i l d , some weeks be-
fore she expected, owing to a f r i g h t . 
I suppose she happened unawares to 
look at her husband." (p. 24) 
Aunt Jane may have loved her l i t t l e 
nephews and nieces. However, as she 
reveals i n her novels, her view of 
chi l d r e n was not quite the sentimen-
t a l i z e d one that Austen-Leigh leads us 
to b e l i e v e . Whenever chi l d r e n appear, 
which i s rare because Jane Austen 
keeps them mostly off-stage, they d i s -
play much of the same s e l f i s h n e s s , 
cunning and s t u p i d i t y as adults. Lady 
Middleton's c h i l d r e n i n Sense and 
S e n s i b i l i t y serve as good examples: 
"Lady Middleton seemed to be roused to 
enjoyment only by the entrance of her 
four noisy c h i l d r e n a f t e r dinner, who 
p u l l e d her about, tore her clothes, 
and put an end to every kind of d i s -
course except what r e l a t e d to them-
selves. "(9) And l a t e r , Jane Austen 
comments on l i t t l e Annamaria's 
response to attempts to q u e l l her c r y -
ing: "She was seated i n her mother's 
lap, covered with k i s s e s , her wound 
bathed with lavender-water, by one of 
the Miss Steeles, and her mouth 
st u f f e d with sugar plums by the other. 
With such a reward f o r her tears, the 
c h i l d was too wise to cease cryin g . 
She s t i l l screamed and sobbed l u s t i l y , 
kicked her two brothers f o r o f f e r i n g 
to touch her, and a l l t h e i r united 
soothings were i n e f f e c t u a l . " ( V o l . I, 
p. 121) 
The r e a l Jane Austen, however, perhaps 
deviates most from her nephew's idea-
l i z e d and very V i c t o r i a n p o r t r a i t , i n 
her obvious, frank and very eighteenth-
century i n t e r e s t i n sexual matters. 
Her account of attempts to i d e n t i f y 
the notorious Miss Twisleton at a 
Bath b a l l , f o r example, suggests a 
delighted c u r i o s i t y rather than moral 
outrage: "I am proud to .say that I 
have a good eye for an Adulteress, 
for tho' repeatedly assured that an-
other i n the same party was the She, I 
f i x e d upon the r i g h t one from the 
f i r s t . " (p. 127) A s i m i l a r freedom 
from prudishness i s apparent i n other 
l e t t e r s . Of a lady with too many 
chil d r e n , Jane Austen comments "Good 
Mrs. Deedes.'—I hope she w i l l get the 
better of t h i s Marianne, & then I wd 
recommend to her & Mr. D the simple 
regimen of separate rooms."(p. 480) 
And, of a v i s i t to a fashionable 
boarding school, she says, "The appear-
ance of the room, so t o t a l l y unschool-
l i k e , amused me very much . . . , i f 
i t had not been for some naked Cupids 
over the Mantlepiece, which must be a 
fine study for the G i r l s , one should 
never have smelt i n s t r u c t i o n . " (p. 
309) 
Jane Austen's novels are r a r e l y as ex-
p l i c i t as t h i s , probably because the 
increasing influence of the Evangeli-
ca l s imposed many r e s t r i c t i o n s on the 
subject matter of f i c t i o n . I t was i n 
1804, f o r instance, that Thomas Bowd-
l e r , from whom the word bowdlerize de-
r i v e s , produced h i s Family Shakespeare, 
i n which the plays were expurgated " i n 
the i n t e r e s t s of decency and delicacy." 
(10) Her only obvious d i r t y joke i s to 
be found i n Mansfield Park when Mary 
Crawford, i n the course of a conversa-
t i o n about Admirals, admits that she 
has seen too much of "Rears, and 
Vices." (Vol. I l l , p. 60) Neverthe-
l e s s , had Kipling's mess-waiter looked 
harder he would have found f a r more 
than t h i s which i s "smutty." A l i c e 
Chandler, i n her essay "'A Pair of 
Fine Eyes': Jane Austen's Treatment 
of Sex," makes an attempt at tracking 
down a l l of Jane Austen's sexual 
references. Some of Chandler's 
examples seem a l i t t l e far-fetched, 
but s u f f i c i e n t of them are based on a 
f i r m foundation for us to accept her 
contention that Jane Austen was i n t e r -
ested i n c h r o n i c l i n g the "disruptive 
and d i s o r d e r l y force of sex."(11) 
In Emma, f o r example, many references 
are made to the charade or r i d d l e , 
" K i t t y , a F a i r but Frozen Maid," which 
i s usually ascribed to David Garrick, 
but i t i s never quoted. This i s 
probably because i t i s obscene. Thus, 
A l i c e Chandler says: 
Read with a knowledge of 
eighteenth-century slang, the 
f i r s t stanza reveals i t s e l f to be 
about a man who has contracted 
venereal disease ("a flame I yet 
deplore") from patronizing 
"frozen k i t t y " (a "forward k i t -
t i e ," as i n some versions, would 
be a bold p r o s t i t u t e ) . Having 
cured himself i n the omitted 
second stanza, he r e l a t e s how he 
now derives pleasures from f r e -
quenting only the v i r g i n a l Fanny. 
The reference i n the l a s t 3 l i n e s 
—"some w i l l i n g v i c t i m b l e e d s " — 
i s l i t e r a l l y hymeneal. The solu-
ti o n to the f i n a l stanza, "a 
chimney sweep," must have been 
productive as much drawing-room 
mirth. . . because "chimney 
sweeping" was a well-known cant 
term f o r sexual intercourse.(12) 
S i m i l a r l y , Willoughby's o f f e r of 
horse, Queen Mab, to Marianne Dashwood 
i n Sense and S e n s i b i l i t y contains 
within i t an acknowledgement of h i s 
underlying sexual ambitions, for Queen 
Mab i n A Midsummer Night's Dream i s 
the " f a i r i e s midwife:" This i s the 
hag when maids l i e on t h e i r backs/ 
That presses them and learns them 
f i r s t to bear." 
The sexuality i n Jane Austen's novels 
i s not always buried within a l l u s i o n s , 
but i s sometimes embedded i n her sym-
bolism. For example, the incident of 
the locked gate at Sotherton i n Mans-
f i e l d Park, with i t s references to 
gates, keys, gardens, wildernesses, 
pointed spikes and torn dresses, i s 
laden with hints as to the implica-
tions of Maria Bertram's desire to go 
exploring with Henry Crawford. 
However, unless we read Jane Austen 
through the t i n t e d spectacles of a 
Janeite, we do not need to delve into 
the s u b t l e t i e s of a l l u s i o n s and sym-
bolism to discover that she recognized 
the sexual basis of human r e l a t i o n -
ships. In her novels, she repeatedly 
demonstrates that the sexual impulse 
i s strong enough to drive people out-
side the boundaries of conventional 
morality. Willoughby, i n Sense and 
S e n s i b i l i t y , turns out to have been 
the seducer of Colonel Brandon's ward, 
E l i z a ; Wickham, i n Pride and Preju-
dice , attempts to seduce Georgiana 
Darcy and e l o p e s w i t h L y d i a Bennet t o 
London, where i t t u r n s o u t t h a t h i s 
i n t e n t i o n s a r e n o t m a t r i m o n i a l ; Mary 
C r a w f o r d , i n M a n s f i e l d P a r k , makes 
f r e q u e n t a l l u s i o n s t o t h e l o o s e m o r a l -
i t y o f London s o c i e t y , and h e r br o t h e r , 
Henry caps h i s s e x u a l a d v e n t u r e s by 
e l o p i n g w i t h t h e m a r r i e d M a r i a Rush-
w o r t h ; H a r r i e t S m i t h , i n Emma, i s i l -
l e g i t i m a t e ; and W i l l i a m E l l i o t , i n 
P e r s u a s i o n , seduces Mrs. C l a y t o p r e -
v e n t h e r m a r r y i n g h i s u n c l e . 
Jane A u s t e n ' s h e r o e s and h e r o i n e s do 
n o t , o f c o u r s e , g i v e i n t o t h e i r s e x -
u a l u r g e s . However, t h i s i s n o t t o 
say t h a t t h e r e i s n o t an element o f 
s e x u a l a t t r a c t i o n i n t h e i r r e l a t i o n -
s h i p s , and any s e n s i t i v e r e a d e r o f 
P r i d e and P r e j u d i c e , i n w h i c h D a r c y ' s 
r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h E l i z a b e t h Bennet i s 
f u l l o f s p a r k l i n g e y e s , g l o w i n g com-
p l e x i o n s , s i g n i f i c a n t g l a n c e s and 
f u m b l i n g c o n v e r s a t i o n s , w i l l r e c o g n i z e 
t h e f a l s i t y o f C h a r l o t t e B r o n t e ' s 
c l a i m t h a t " t h e p a s s i o n s a r e unknown" 
t o Jane A u s t e n . I n d e e d , u n l e s s we 
r e c o g n i z e t h e s e x u a l e n e r g y w h i c h 
f l o w s between E l i z a b e t h and Darcy, 
t h e i r r e l a t i o n s h i p has no b a s i s be-
c a u s e , f o r much o f t h e n o v e l , t h e y 
c o n s c i o u s l y d i s l i k e each o t h e r , and i t 
i s o n l y a p h y s i c a l a t t r a c t i o n w h i c h 
draws them t o g e t h e r . 
I n t r y i n g t o c o n t r a d i c t the image o f 
"dear J a n e " I have u n d o u b t e d l y o v e r -
s t a t e d h e r c y n i c i s m , m i s a n t h r o p y and 
s e x u a l i n t e r e s t s . However, my i n t e n -
t i o n has n o t been t o pro d u c e a w e l l -
rounded p o r t r a y a l o f Jane A u s t e n , b u t 
r a t h e r t o s u g g e s t t h a t she i s a much 
more complex p e r s o n t h a n t h e J a n e i t e s 
w o u l d a d m i t . I n f a c t , t h a t she i s 
complex enough t o have w r i t t e n n o v e l s 
t h a t a r e f a r more t h a n a c c u r a t e p o r -
t r a y a l s o f c e r t a i n c h a r a c t e r t y p e s and 
o f t h e manners o f t h e g e n t r y . 
I n o r d e r t o e s t a b l i s h what k i n d o f 
n o v e l s Jane A u s t e n a c t u a l l y d i d w r i t e , 
I w o u l d now l i k e t o examine h e r chosen 
s u b j e c t — t h e c o u r t s h i p problems and 
manners o f t h r e e o r f o u r g e n t e e l fam-
i l i e s i n a v i l l a g e — b e c a u s e I b e l i e v e 
t h a t r a t h e r t h a n d e f i n i n g h e r l i m i t a -
t i o n s , i t p r o v i d e s t h e key t o an un-
d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e b r e a d t h o f h e r co n -
c e r n s . E s s e n t i a l l y , I am t r y i n g t o 
e l a b o r a t e on George S a i n t s b u r y ' s com-
ment t h a t " i f h e r w o r l d i s a m i c r o -
cosm, t h e cosmic q u a l i t y o f i t i s a t 
l e a s t as eminent as t h e l i t t l e n e s s . " 
(13) My a n a l y s i s w i l l f o c u s on two 
main t o p i c s — J a n e A u s t e n ' s c o n c e n t r a -
t i o n on the g e n t r y and h e r c o n c e r n 
w i t h manners and the r o l e o f women. 
The f a c t t h a t Jane A u s t e n w r i t e s a l -
most e n t i r e l y about t h e g e n t r y , and 
o n l y o c c a s i o n a l l y c o n c e r n s h e r s e l f 
w i t h e i t h e r the h i g h e r r e a c h e s o f the 
a r i s t o c r a c y o r the l o w e r o f t h e m i d d l e 
c l a s s and t h e common p e o p l e , has f r e -
q u e n t l y been c i t e d as e v i d e n c e o f h e r 
l i m i t a t i o n s as a s o c i a l n o v e l i s t . T h i s 
n o t i o n t h a t a w r i t e r ' s s u b j e c t m a t t e r 
i n i t s e l f a l l o w s us t o make assump-
t i o n s about t h e v a l u e o f h i s work 
s t r i k e s me as d u b i o u s . Few n o v e l i s t s 
i n f a c t p o s s e s s t h e k i n d o f scope 
w h i c h Jane A u s t e n i s condemned f o r 
l a c k i n g , and i f she i s t o be seen as 
d e f i c i e n t so must E v e l y n Waugh be f o r 
w r i t i n g m a i n l y about t h e E n g l i s h upper 
c l a s s e s , W i l l i a m F a u l k n e r f o r d e a l i n g 
w i t h t h e r u r a l South and James J o y c e 
f o r l o c a t i n g h i s n o v e l s i n D u b l i n . 
C o n v e r s e l y , w r i t e r s l i k e James M i c h e n -
e r and Leon U r i s , whose p u l p e p i c s 
range o v e r b r o a d expanses o f t i m e and 
p l a c e , s h o u l d be a c c o r d e d g r e a t e r 
p r e s t i g e . We do n o t , o f c o u r s e , p r e -
f e r M i c h e n e r t o F a u l k n e r o r U r i s t o 
J o y c e , because i n t h e s e c a s e s we ex-
amine n o t m e r e l y t h e w r i t e r ' s s u b j e c t 
b u t what he does w i t h i t . I f we ap-
p r o a c h Jane A u s t e n i n t h e same way 
r a t h e r t h a n a u t o m a t i c a l l y assuming 
t h a t h e r v i s i o n i s l i m i t e d , we can see 
t h a t she chose t o w r i t e about t h e gen-
t r y , n o t because she was n o t i n t e r e s t e d 
i n t h e r e s t o f s o c i e t y , b u t b e c a u s e , 
i n s e e k i n g a vantage p o i n t f r o m w h i c h 
t o v i e w h e r w o r l d , she d e c i d e d t o move 
t o t h e c e n t r e o f i t . E i g h t e e n t h -
c e n t u r y E n g l i s h m o r a l i t y was b a s e d on 
the code o f t h e gentleman w h i c h de-
f i n e d t h a t t h e i n d i v i d u a l ' s s o c i a l r e -
s p o n s i b i l i t y c o n s i s t e d o f d e m o n s t r a t i n g 
a c o n c e r n f o r and an a b i l i t y t o s e r v e 
t h e needs o f o t h e r s . W h i l e a l l r a n k s 
were supposed t o p u r s u e t h i s i d e a l i t 
was f e l t t h a t some were b e t t e r q u a l i -
f i e d t o a c h i e v e i t t h a n o t h e r s . The 
m i d d l e and l o w e r c l a s s e s were con-
s i d e r e d m o r a l l y d o u b t f u l b e c a u s e , as a 
r e s u l t o f w o r k i n g f o r a l i v i n g , t h e y 
d i d n o t have the t i m e needed t o c u l t i -
v a t e the p r o p e r v i r t u e s o f t h e g e n t l e -
man. Of t h e two l e i s u r e d c l a s s e s , t h e 
a r i s t o c r a c y and t h e g e n t r y , t h e l a t t e r 
was f e l t t o be t h e l i k e l i e r t o p o s s e s s 
m o r a l i n t e g r i t y b e c a u s e , l a c k i n g t h e 
t e m p t a t i o n t o i n d u l g e i n t h e d e c a d e n t 
l i f e o f t h e c o u r t , i t s members s t a y e d 
i n t h e i r c o u n t r y houses and e x e c u t e d 
the d u t i e s t h e y owed t o t h e i r f a m i l i e s , 
t e n a n t s and v i l l a g e r s . The g e n t r y , 
t h e n , p r o v i d e d e i g h t e e n t h - c e n t u r y Eng-
l a n d w i t h i t s m o r a l h e a r t b e a t , and t h e 
w r i t e r , l i k e J a ne A u s t e n , who m o n i t o r s 
t h i s h e a r t b e a t can t r u l y c l a i m t o be 
d e a l i n g w i t h i s s u e s , t h e r a m i f i c a t i o n s 
o f w h i c h a r e e x t r e m e l y w i d e - r a n g i n g . 
However, t h o s e who b e l i e v e h e r t o be 
l i m i t e d w o u l d argue t h a t , even a l l o w i n g 
t h e i m p o r t a n c e o f t h e g e n t r y / Jane Aus-
t e n s t i l l f a i l s b ecause she does n o t 
f u l l y examine t h e l i f e o f t h i s c l a s s . 
Jane A u s t e n , t h e y w o u l d c l a i m , o n l y 
shows us t h e g e n t r y engaged i n the 
l e i s u r e p u r s u i t s o f d a n c i n g , e a t i n g , 
v i s i t i n g and t a l k i n g , and, o u t o f an 
i g n o r a n c e o f s u c h t o p i c s , c o m p l e t e l y 
i g n o r e s i t s i n v o l v e m e n t i n e s t a t e 
management, m i l i t a r y a f f a i r s (even 
though she w r o t e d u r i n g t h e N a p o l e o n i c 
W a r s ) , t h e a d m i n i s t r a t i o n o f j u s t i c e 
and t h e c h u r c h . T h i s c h a r g e i n f a c t 
i s n o t e n t i r e l y t r u e . Jane A u s t e n was 
c e r t a i n l y aware o f a l l the above a s -
p e c t s o f t h e l i f e o f a gentleman and 
m e n t i o n s them f r o m t i m e t o t i m e . Mr. 
K n i g h t l e y , i n Emma, i s f r e q u e n t l y p r e -
o c c u p i e d w i t h h i s e s t a t e and t h e e x e -
c u t i o n o f j u s t i c e , t h e war w i t h 
F r a n c e e n t e r s i n t o P r i d e and P r e j u d i c e 
and p l a y s a v e r y c e n t r a l r o l e i n P e r -
s u a s i o n , and Edmund B e r t r a m , i n Mans-
f i e l d P a r k , engages i n s e r i o u s d i s c u s -
s i o n s o f h i s d u t i e s as a c l e r g y m a n . 
(14) N e v e r t h e l e s s , i t must be d e a l t 
w i t h b e c a u s e , whether f r o m c h o i c e o r 
i g n o r a n c e , Jane A u s t e n d i d l a r g e l y 
c o n c e r n h e r s e l f w i t h t h e p o l i t e f u n c -
t i o n o f t h e g e n t r y and c a n be a c c u r a -
t e l y d e f i n e d as a n o v e l i s t o f manners. 
As was t h e c a s e w i t h t h e i s s u e o f Jane 
A u s t e n ' s r e s t r i c t e d s o c i a l r a n g e , we 
must be c a r e f u l o f making any a p r i o r i 
a s s u m p t i o n s t h a t l i t e r a t u r e w h i c h 
d e a l s w i t h s o c i a l r i t u a l s and f o r m a l -
i t y i s n e c e s s a r i l y l i m i t e d . L i o n e l 
T r i l l i n g , f o r example, has gone so 
f a r as t o argue t h a t an e x a m i n a t i o n o f 
t h e manners o f an age i s as good a 
r o u t e as any t o u n c o v e r i n g i t s s i g n i f i -
cance : "the g r e a t n o v e l i s t s knew t h a t 
manners i n d i c a t e t h e l a r g e s t i n t e n -
t i o n s o f men's s o u l s as w e l l as t h e 
s m a l l e s t and t h e y a r e p e r p e t u a l l y c o n -
c e r n e d t o c a t c h t h e meaning o f e v e r y 
dim i m p l i c i t h i n t . " ( 1 5 ) I n Jane Aus-
t e n ' s c a s e , however, we do n o t have t o 
r e l y on any g e n e r a l j u s t i f i c a t i o n o f 
t h e n o v e l o f manners b e c a u s e , i f we 
c o n s i d e r e i g h t e e n t h - c e n t u r y C o n s e r v a -
t i v e a t t i t u d e s towards manners, we can 
see t h a t a t t h i s t i m e manners were 
c o n s i d e r e d t o be i n e x t r i c a b l y l i n k e d 
w i t h m o r a l s and u l t i m a t e l y w i t h t h e 
s u r v i v a l o f t h e n a t i o n . To u n d e r s t a n d 
t h i s we must d i g r e s s b r i e f l y and l o o k 
a t some a s p e c t s o f C o n s e r v a t i v e 
t h o u g h t . 
The C o n s e r v a t i v e v i s i o n s p r i n g s from 
t h e a s s u m p t i o n t h a t s o c i e t y i s a 
d i v i n e c r e a t i o n i n w h i c h t h i n g s a r e so 
b e a u t i f u l l y o r d e r e d t h a t each p e r s o n 
l i v i n g i n i t i s a m i crocosm o f t h e 
whole. Thus, a l t h o u g h some have 
g r e a t e r r o l e s t o p l a y t h a n o t h e r s , the 
c o n d u c t o f e v e r y member has a d i r e c t 
b e a r i n g on the h e a l t h o f the t o t a l 
o r g a n i s m . C o n s e q u e n t l y , we f i n d i n 
t h e e i g h t e e n t h - c e n t u r y a g r e a t i n t e r -
e s t i n the i n d i v i d u a l ' s m o r a l p e r -
formance, w h i c h , s i n c e t h i s i s a v e r y 
f o r m a l s o c i e t y , f r e q u e n t l y m a n i f e s t s 
i t s e l f i n a d i s p l a y o f manners. By 
b e h a v i n g p o l i t e l y , t h e i n d i v i d u a l i s 
c o n s i d e r e d t o be c a r r y i n g o u t t h e 
s i n g l e most i m p o r t a n t s o c i a l f u n c t i o n 
o f d e m o n s t r a t i n g an awareness o f , and 
an a b i l i t y t o s e r v e , the needs o f 
o t h e r s . The a c t o f o p e n i n g a d o o r f o r 
a l a d y i s t h u s , i n a s e n s e , as v i t a l 
t o the p r e s e r v a t i o n o f E n g l i s h s o c i e t y 
as s e r v i n g i n P a r l i a m e n t o r a d m i n i s -
t e r i n g j u s t i c e . I n d e ed, s i n c e the 
demands o f t h e code o f p o l i t e n e s s a r e 
s u b t l e , u n r e m i t t i n g and e n t e r i n t o 
e v e r y a s p e c t o f l i f e , i t c o u l d be 
a r g u e d t h a t d i s p l a y s o f good manners 
ar e more i m p o r t a n t t h a n t h e p e r f o r m -
ance o f t h e l a r g e r s o c i a l d u t i e s , 
w h i c h make i n f r e q u e n t and o b v i o u s de-
mands. The l i n k between manners and 
s o c i a l s t a b i l i t y i s made e x p l i c i t by 
Edmund B u r k e , t h e most i m p o r t a n t e x -
pounder o f C o n s e r v a t i s m : "Manners a r e 
o f more i m p o r t a n c e t h a n l a w s . Upon 
them, i n a g r e a t measure, t h e l a w s de-
pend. . . . They g i v e t h e i r whole 
f o r m and c o l o u r t o o u r l i v e s . A c c o r -
d i n g t o t h e i r q u a l i t y , t h e y a i d morals, 
t h e y s u p p l y them, o r t h e y t o t a l l y des-
t r o y them."(16) 
That Jane A u s t e n g r a n t e d a s i m i l a r 
s i g n i f i c a n c e t o manners i s made c l e a r 
i n one o f h e r e a r l y s t o r i e s , " C a t h a -
r i n e . " I n r e p l y t o C a t h a r i n e ' s c l a i m 
t h a t , " I have done n o t h i n g t h i s even-
i n g t h a t can c o n t r i b u t e t o o v e r t h r o w 
t h e e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f t h e kingdom," h e r 
a u n t r e p l i e s "You a r e M i s t a k e n C h i l d ; 
. . . t h e w e l f a r e o f e v e r y N a t i o n de-
pends upon t h e v i r t u e o f i t s i n d i v i d -
u a l s , and any who o f f e n d s i n so g r o s s 
a manner a g a i n s t decorum and p r o p r i e t y 
i s c e r t a i n l y h a s t e n i n g i t s r u i n . " 
( V o l . V I , pp. 232-33) 
Once t h e r e a d e r r e c o g n i z e s t h e l a r g e r 
i m p l i c a t i o n s o f manners, much t h a t i n -
i t i a l l y seems t r i v i a l i n Jane A u s t e n ' s 
n o v e l s grows i n i m p o r t a n c e . The h e r o -
i n e s , f o r example, a r e n o t i n f a c t 
p r i m a r i l y engaged i n m i n d l e s s husband-
h u n t s as t h e y a t t e n d t h e i r b a l l s and 
d i n n e r s and make v i s i t s , b u t a r e b e i n g 
i n i t i a t e d i n t o t h e manners and hence 
the m o r a l s o f t h e i r s o c i e t y . The mar-
r i a g e s i n t o w h i c h t h e y f i n a l l y e n t e r 
do n o t s e r v e s i m p l y as c o n v e n i e n t c l i -
maxes t o c o n v e n t i o n a l romance p l o t s 
b u t a r e s y m b o l i c o f t h e h e r o i n e 1 s 
achievement o f m a t u r i t y and o f h e r 
w o r t h i n e s s t o be a d m i t t e d i n t o t h e 
a d u l t w o r l d . Moreover, t h i s e d u c a t i o n 
i n manners i s n o t a one-way p r o c e s s 
b e c a u s e , as i t s t r i v e s t o d e a l w i t h 
the needs o f t h e i n i t i a t e , so t h e s o -
c i e t y must re-examine i t s own m o r a l 
c o n d i t i o n . I n a l m o s t a l l o f Jane Aus-
t e n ' s n o v e l s , t h e s o c i e t y d i s c o v e r s , 
i n t h e c o u r s e o f e d u c a t i n g t h e h e r o i n e , 
t h a t i t t o o must c o r r e c t d e f e c t s . 
I n Emma, f o r example, b o t h Emma and 
h e r community, t h e v i l l a g e o f High b u r y , 
a r e i n need o f improvement. B e f o r e 
she can be c o n s i d e r e d a mature a d u l t 
Emma must l e a r n t o m o d i f y h e r e g o t i s -
t i c a l a p p r o a c h t o e x p e r i e n c e , and t o 
a c c o r d t h i n g s o u t s i d e o f h e r s e l f t h e i j r 
t r u e v a l u e , r a t h e r t h a n t r y i n g t o man-
i p u l a t e them t o f i t h e r own needs. And 
Hi g h b u r y must come t o r e c o g n i z e t h a t 
u n l e s s i t r o u s e s i t s e l f f r o m i t s c o n -
t e n t e d s l u m b e r , and a c c e p t s t h e r e -
s p o n s i b i l i t y o f a d a p t i n g and c h a n g i n g , 
i t w i l l i n e v i t a b l y d i e . T h i s p r o c e s s 
o f m u t u a l e d u c a t i o n , w h i c h c o n s t i t u t e s 
t h e main theme o f Emma, i s worked o u t . 
e n t i r e l y a t the l e v e l o f manners. & 
Emma's e g o t i s m i s r e f l e c t e d i n r e -
p e a t e d l a p s e s i n good manners, c u l m i n -
a t i n g i n h e r i n e x c u s a b l e r u d e n e s s t o 
M i s s B a t e s a t Box H i l l , and t h e m o r i -
bund n a t u r e o f H i g h b u r y i s i n d i c a t e d 
most c l e a r l y by t h e f a c t t h a t t h e f o r -
mal s o c i a l o c c a s i o n , w h i c h i s t h e most 
i m p o r t a n t v e h i c l e f o r an e x p r e s s i o n o f 
p o l i t e n e s s , has been a l l o w e d t o l a p s e . 
There a r e no l o n g e r dances a t t h e 
Crown and H i g h b u r y ' s main f a m i l i e s 
r a r e l y e n t e r t a i n f o r m a l l y . Emma u l -
t i m a t e l y g a i n s m a t u r i t y by r e c o g n i z i n g 
t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s o f h e r b a d manners, 
p a r t i c u l a r l y o f h e r r u d e n e s s t o M i s s 
B a t e s . And H i g h b u r y i s f o r c e d by t h e 
demands o f t h e emerging Emma and t h e 
newcomers F r a n k C h u r c h i l l and Mrs. 
E l t o n t o r e v i v e i t s f o r m a l s o c i a l l i f e . 
T h i s r e s u l t s i n a r e n e w a l o f i n t e n s e 
p o l i t e c o n t a c t between i t s i n h a b i t a n t s 
and p r o v i d e s a v e h i c l e f o r t h e r e a s -
s e r t i o n o f what i s m o r a l l y good and 
the r e j e c t i o n o f what i s bad. H a v i n g 
d e m o n s t r a t e d t h e a b i l i t y o f manners t o 
c o r r e c t d e f i c i e n c i e s i n b o t h h e r o i n e 
and community, Jane A u s t e n i s a b l e t o 
c o n c l u d e h e r n o v e l w i t h an image o f 
s o c i a l harmony as Emma m a r r i e s Mr. 
K n i g h t l e y and i s a d m i t t e d i n t o t h e 
a d u l t w o r l d . 
The l a r g e r s o c i a l f u n c t i o n o f manners 
i s nowhere more e v i d e n t t h a n i n P e r -
s u a s i o n , a n o v e l i n w h i c h Jane A u s t e n 
a t l a s t seems t o have l o s t f a i t h i n 
the e s s e n t i a l l y h i e r a r c h i c a l , a g r a r i a n 
and g e n t l e m a n l y w o r l d w h i c h she de-
fe n d e d t h r o u g h o u t h e r e a r l i e r works. 
The main r e p r e s e n t a t i v e o f t h e g e n t r y 
i n P e r s u a s i o n i s S i r W a l t e r E l l i o t , a 
man f o r whom e x t e r n a l show has r e -
p l a c e d a sense o f d u t y . T h i s i s r e -
f l e c t e d i n h i s manners w h i c h a r e aimed 
e n t i r e l y a t t h e g l o r i f i c a t i o n o f t h e 
s e l f and w h i c h have t h u s l o s t t h e i r 
f u n c t i o n o f r e i n f o r c i n g t he i d e a l o f 
s e r v i c e t o o t h e r s . L a c k i n g t h e 
sound m o r a l g u i d a n c e o f good manners, 
S i r W a l t e r p r o v e s w i l l i n g t o r e n t o u t 
h i s e s t a t e a t K e l l y n c h , r a t h e r t h a n 
c u t back h i s e x p e n d i t u r e on " J o u r n e y s , 
London, s e r v a n t s , h o r s e s , t a b l e . " 
( V o l . V, p. 13) Y e t , t h e gentleman i s 
n o t h i n g w i t h o u t h i s e s t a t e because i t 
r e p r e s e n t s h i s s phere o f d u t y and p r o -
v i d e s h im w i t h the chance t o a t t e n d 
t o t h e needs o f o t h e r s . 
S i n c e K e l l y n c h i s t o p a s s i n t o the 
hands o f W i l l i a m E l l i o t , an even more 
c o r r u p t man, f o r whom manners a r e 
n e i t h e r a m o r a l g u i d e n o r m e r e l y empty 
show, b u t a means o f masking t h e r e a l 
s e l f and i t s s e l f i s h g o a l s , t h e r e 
seems l i t t l e hope f o r a r e v i v a l o f the 
g e n t r y . T h e r e f o r e , S i r W a l t e r ' s 
d a u g h t e r , Anne, the o n l y c h a r a c t e r i n 
the n o v e l who l i v e s up t o t h e s t a n d -
a r d s o f t h e o l d w o r l d , has t o seek be-
yond h e r home f o r a sphere o f a c t i o n . 
T h i s she e v e n t u a l l y f i n d s amongst t h e 
"new men" o f t h e Navy. However, Anne 
d i s c o v e r s t h a t i n t h i s new w o r l d h e r 
manners a r e o f no more use as a means 
o f m o r a l communication t h a n t h e y were 
i n t he o l d . F o r , whereas i n t h e o l d 
the y have d e g e n e r a t e d i n t o empty d i s -
p l a y o r a means o f s e l f - c o n c e a l m e n t , 
i n t h e new, th e y a r e s i m p l y n o t under-
s t o o d . The w o r l d o f t h e Navy has a 
p r i s t i n e q u a l i t y about i t , b u t i t i s 
a l s o u n s o p h i s t i c a t e d , and has n o t 
d e v e l o p e d any sense o f t h e nuances o f 
p o l i t e b e h a v i o r . Thus, t h e i n d i v i d u a l 
must p r o v e h i m s e l f e n t i r e l y t h r o u g h 
u s e f u l a c t i o n and i s d e p r i v e d o f t h e 
o p p o r t u n i t y t o r e p e a t e d l y d e m o n s t r a t e 
h i s p o t e n t i a l f q r s u c h a c t i o n t h r o u g h 
the medium o f good manners.(17) 
By t h e ti m e she wr o t e P e r s u a s i o n , Jane 
A u s t e n seemed t o have become so t i r e d 
o f t h e o l d o r d e r t h a t she found t h e 
c r u d i t y o f the new r e f r e s h i n g . Never-
t h e l e s s , she does i n d i c a t e t h a t , i n a 
s o c i e t y w h i c h l a c k s a c o h e r e n t system 
o f manners, i t i s much h a r d e r f o r i n -
d i v i d u a l s , p a r t i c u l a r l y women, t o 
prove t h e i r worth. Captain Wentworth 
demonstrates h i s u t i l i t y i n the war. 
However, the novel repeatedly stresses 
the extent to which even the best of 
men are dependent on getting the r i g h t 
ship, the r i g h t weather and the appro-
p r i a t e timing of declaration of peace 
and renewals of h o s t i l i t y . Anne 
E l l i o t ' s task i s s t i l l more d i f f i c u l t 
because, as a woman lacking a house-
hold, she has l i t t l e opportunity f o r 
active demonstration of the excellence 
she repeatedly shows i n her manners. 
As events turn out she i s fortunate 
and Louisa Musgrove's f a l l from the 
Cobb at Lyme gives her a chance to 
demonstrate her worth and wins her the 
respect of the inhabitants of her new 
world. Nevertheless, the reader i s 
l e f t a t the end of Persuasion with 
a profound sense that, had she not 
been lucky, Anne E l l i o t might have 
remained i s o l a t e d and unrecognized. 
Although Jane Austen avoids l o c a t i n g 
her new men i n t h e i r proper sphere, 
the world she i s describing i n Per-
suasion i s c l e a r l y the modern world of 
the entrepreneur and the i n d u s t r i a l i s t , 
and she finds much of value i n i t . 
Captain Wentworth, for example, i s 
obviously admired for h i s a b i l i t y to 
r i s e through i n d i v i d u a l i n i a t i v e 
rather than family connections and the 
novel accepts that h i s new prestige 
w i l l be gauged by wealth rather than 
t i t l e . Nevertheless, i f only by im-
p l i c a t i o n , Jane Austen does t e l l us 
that the o l d world was superior be-
cause, operating as i t d i d around a 
un i v e r s a l l y accepted system of manners, 
i t was able to o f f e r the worthy i n d i v -
i d u a l an assurance that h i s value 
would be recognized and that an appro-
p r i a t e place would be found f o r him. 
I r o n i c a l l y , then, Jane Austen makes 
the larger s o c i a l implications of 
politeness most cl e a r i n a novel that 
charts i t s breakdown. 
With the exception of Persuasion, Jane 
Austen generally defends her society 
and i t s Conservative v i s i o n . Neverthe-
le s s , she was no mere apologist f o r 
the status quo, and i n one area, at 
le a s t , her concern with manners leads 
her to take a stance that places her 
outside the mainstream of her age. 
Through her examination of the woman's 
role i n the p o l i t e world, Jane Austen 
comes to conclusions about her sex 
that were at odds with most contempor-
ary opinion. 
Our main sources of information about 
attitudes to women i n the eighteenth 
century are the conduct-books, which 
were intended to i n s t r u c t young l a d i e s 
about t h e i r proper s o c i a l r o l e . We 
f i n d a rather contradictory a t t i t u d e 
to women i n these books. On the one 
hand they accorded women great pres-
tige as a r b i t e r s of manners and house-
hold managers, both functions of con-
siderable importance i n a society 
which, as we have already seen, 
granted such s i g n i f i c a n c e to manners, 
and which regarded the family as a 
microcosm of the larg e r society: "A 
man has been termed a microcosm; and 
e v e r y f a m i l y m i ght a l s o be c a l l e d a 
s t a t e . " ( 1 8 ) On t h e o t h e r hand, how-
e v e r , w r i t e r s l i k e t h e Rev. James 
F o r d y c e , Thomas G i s b o r n e , Hannah More 
and Dr. G r e g o r y a l l a g r e e d t h a t women 
a r e t h e m e n t a l i n f e r i o r s o f men, t h a t 
t h e y s h o u l d n o t r e c e i v e an e q u a l edu-
c a t i o n and t h a t t h e y s h o u l d c u l t i v a t e 
t h e v i r t u e s o f s u b m i s s i v e n e s s and 
meekness. F o r d y c e , f o r example, 
w r i t e s , "Nature a p p e a r s t o have formed 
t h e f a c u l t i e s o f y o u r s e x f o r t h e most 
p a r t w i t h l e s s v i g o u r t h a n t h o s e o f 
o u r s " and t h e n s a y s o f f e m i n i n e edu-
c a t i o n t h a t " I do n o t w i s h t o see [ t h e 
f e m a l e w o r l d ] abound w i t h m e t a p h y s i c -
i a n s , h i s t o r i a n s , s p e c u l a t i v e p h i l o s o -
p h e r s , o r l e a r n e d l a d i e s o f any k i n d . 
I s h o u l d be a f r a i d , l e s t the s e x 
s h o u l d l o s e i n s o f t n e s s what t h e y 
g a i n e d i n f o r c e . " ( 1 9 ) Dr. G r e g o r y de-
f i n e s t h e v i r t u o u s woman t h u s : "One o f 
t h e c h i e f b e a u t i e s i n a female c h a r a c -
t e r , i s t h a t modest r e s e r v e , t h a t r e -
t i r i n g d e l i c a c y , w h i c h a v o i d s t h e pub-
l i c e y e , and i s d i s c o n c e r t e d even by 
t h e gaze o f a d m i r e r s . " ( 2 0 ) 
G i v e n t h i s low o p i n i o n o f women, we 
m i g h t q u e s t i o n how s i n c e r e t h e w r i t e r s 
o f c o n d u c t - b o o k s a r e i n c l a i m i n g s i g -
n i f i c a n c e f o r the woman's r a t h e r r e -
s t r i c t e d r e a l m s o f manners and t h e 
home. U n l e s s , p e r h a p s , t h e y s i m p l y 
d i d n o t r e c o g n i z e t h e c o n t r a d i c t i o n s 
i m p l i c i t i n a s c r i b i n g a v i t a l s o c i a l 
r o l e t o a s e c o n d - r a t e p e r s o n . What-
e v e r t h e r e a s o n s f o r t h e s e c o n t r a d i c -
t i o n s , t h e c o n d u c t books a r e u n s a t i s -
f a c t o r y and, i n h e r n o v e l s , Jane Aus-
t e n endeavours t o a r r i v e a t a more co -
h e r e n t d e f i n i t i o n o f t h e f e m i n i n e 
n a t u r e and s o c i a l r o l e . 
G r a n t e d h e r b e l i e f i n the i m p o r t a n c e 
o f manners, i t i s n o t s u r p r i s i n g t h a t 
Jane A u s t e n was w i l l i n g t o a c c e p t t h a t 
women c o u l d a c h i e v e f u l f i l m e n t as 
a r b i t e r s o f manners. As I have a l -
r e a d y t r i e d t o d e m o n s t r a t e , h e r n o v e l s 
p r o p o s e t h a t , by r e c e i v i n g an educa-
t i o n i n manners, t h e h e r o i n e s p e r f o r m 
a v i t a l s o c i a l f u n c t i o n and a r e a c -
c o r d e d a w o r t h y p o s i t i o n i n a d u l t s o -
c i e t y . There i s a l s o e v i d e n c e t h a t 
Jane A u s t e n , t h e n , emerges as a much 
more f o r m i d a b l e p e r s o n and w r i t e r 
t h a n t h e "dear J a n e " s t e r e o t y p e would 
a l l o w . F a r from b e i n g a sweet, p i o u s 
s p i n s t e r who knew l i t t l e o f t h e w o r l d 
beyond h e r S t e v e n t o n and Chawton 
homes, she was a s t r o n g - m i n d e d woman, 
who p o s s e s s e d a keen u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f 
t h e s t r u c t u r e o f h e r s o c i e t y and o f 
the p o s i t i o n o f h e r own s e x w i t h i n i t . 
The f a c t t h a t c r i t i c s have o n l y begun 
t o r e a l i z e t h i s i n t h e l a s t twenty 
y e a r s , and t h a t most g e n e r a l r e a d e r s 
s t i l l do n o t r e c o g n i z e i t , p e r h a p s 
m e r e l y p r o v i d e s e v i d e n c e o f t h e t e n -
a c i t y w i t h w h i c h even t h e most o u t -
moded l i t e r a r y myths can r e t a i n t h e i r 
g r i p . However, i n t h i s c a s e , we must 
s u s p e c t t h a t t h e f a i l u r e t o acknow-
l e d g e the f u l l e x t e n t o f Jane A u s t e n ' s 
g r e a t n e s s i s i n t i m a t e l y l i n k e d w i t h 
t h e u n w i l l i n g n e s s o f b o t h n i n e t e e n t h 
and t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y r e a d e r s t o ques-
t i o n t h e r e a l i t y o f an image w h i c h 
a c c o r d e d so p e r f e c t l y w i t h t h e i r gen-
e r a l v i e w o f women. 
Jane A u s t e n a c c e p t e d t h e contemporary 
a t t i t u d e t o h o u s e h o l d management, i n 
t h a t she f r e q u e n t l y s t r e s s e s t he l i n k 
between t h e well-managed h o u s e h o l d and 
the h e a l t h y n a t i o n . We have a l r e a d y 
seen how S i r W a l t e r E l l i o t ' s f a i l u r e 
t o h o l d on t o h i s e s t a t e i s i n d i c a t i v e 
o f t h e d e c l i n e o f the g e n t r y , and i t 
i s s i g n i f i c a n t i n o u r p r e s e n t c o n t e x t 
t h a t t h e d e g e n e r a t i o n o f K e l l y n c h be-
gan w i t h the de a t h o f Lady E l l i o t who 
e x e r c i s e d "method, m o d e r a t i o n , and 
economy, w h i c h had j u s t k e p t h im [ s i r 
W a l t e r ] w i t h i n h i s income." ( V o l . V, 
p. 9) 
However, Jane A u s t e n ' s arguments f o r 
t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e o f t h e s e f u n c t i o n s 
a c q u i r e s f a r more c r e d i b i l i t y t h a n 
t h o s e o f h e r c o n t e m p o r a r i e s b e c a u s e , 
a t t h e same t i m e , she c l a i m s t h a t 
women have the a b i l i t i e s n e c e s s a r y t o 
f u l f i l them. I f any women i n h e r 
n o v e l s a r e l e s s i n t e l l i g e n t and 
r a t i o n a l t h a n men i t i s because t h e y 
have been s u b j e c t e d t o an i n f e r i o r 
e d u c a t i o n . Wherever h e r female c h a r -
a c t e r s have e n j o y e d a p r o p e r e d u c a t i o n 
t h e y p r o v e t o be t h e e q u a l s o f men. 
E l i z a b e t h Bennet, f o r example, r e -
p e a t e d l y o u t w i t s Darcy who i s an ex-
t r e m e l y c l e v e r man; and Anne E l l i o t 
t u r n s o u t t o be much more r a t i o n a l , 
l o g i c a l and d e c i s i v e t h a n any o f h e r 
male companions d u r i n g t h e c r i s i s f o l -
l o w i n g L o u i s a Musgrove's a c c i d e n t . 
R a t h e r t h a n p r a i s i n g s u b m i s s i o n and 
t i m i d i t y , Jane A u s t e n a d v o c a t e s t h a t 
women be a s s e r t i v e and a c t i v e . Thus, 
E l i z a b e t h Bennet w i n s f a r more c r e d i t 
when she i g n o r e s decorum and t r a m p l e s 
a c r o s s muddy f i e l d s t o v i s i t h e r s i c k 
s i s t e r Jane t h a n does t h e young Fanny 
P r i c e when she c r e e p s t i m i d l y around 
M a n s f i e l d P a r k . S i m i l a r l y , m a r r i a g e s 
are s u c c e s s f u l i n Jane A u s t e n ' s n o v e l s 
o n l y when t h e woman assumes e q u a l r e -
s p o n s i b i l i t y w i t h t h e man, as i s the 
case w i t h A d m i r a l and Mrs. C r o f t i n 
P e r s u a s i o n . 
P e r s u a s i o n p r o v i d e s e v i d e n c e t h a t Jane 
A u s t e n o n l y a c c e p t e d t h e woman's r e -
s t r i c t e d s o c i a l r o l e because she 
th o u g h t i t s a t i s f y i n g . I n a w o r l d 
where manners no l o n g e r s e r v e a s i g -
n i f i c a n t f u n c t i o n we f i n d Jane Aus-
t e n ' s women b e g i n n i n g t o i n t r u d e i n t o 
m a s c u l i n e domains. Mrs. C r o f t , who 
argue s f i e r c e l y f o r women t o be con-
s i d e r e d " r a t i o n a l c r e a t u r e s " ( V o l . V, 
p. 70) i s t h e main example o f t h i s new 
type o f woman. She i s p h y s i c a l l y 
s t r o n g , and i s d e s c r i b e d as p o s s e s s i n g 
" v i g o u r o f f o r m ; " ( V o l . V, p. 48) she 
accompanies h e r husband, t h e A d m i r a l , 
on most o f h i s vo y a g e s , and, when on 
l a n d , r i d e s r e c k l e s s l y around the 
c o u n t r y s i d e w i t h him; and she r e a d i l y 
j o i n s i n male c o n v e r s a t i o n s : "[Anne 
was] d e l i g h t e d t o see the A d m i r a l ' s 
h e a r t y shake o f t h e hand when he en-
c o u n t e r e d an o l d f r i e n d , and o b s e r v e 
t h e i r e a g e r n e s s o f c o n v e r s a t i o n when 
o c c a s i o n a l l y f o r m i n g i n t o a l i t t l e 
k n o t o f t h e navy, Mrs. C r o f t l o o k i n g 
as i n t e l l i g e n t and keen as any o f t h e 
o f f i c e r s a r o u n d h e r . " ( V o l . V, p. 168) 
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